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THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART ACQUIRES IMPORTANT WORK BY 
AMERICAN PAINTER JACOB LAWRENCE 

The Cleveland Museum of Art is pleased to announce the acquisition of Creative Therapy, an 
important 1949 work by the American painter Jacob Lawrence. Bom in 1917, Lawrence grew up 
in Harlem and gained fame beginning in the 1930’s with narrative sequences depicting the lives 
and struggles of black people everywhere. Influenced by African art, the social realism of the 
Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, and American modernism, Lawrence developed a style of well- 
designed, simplified flat forms depicted with vivid pure color, always using water-based media 
on paper or panels in a small format. 

Lawrence’s first important works (1937-38 ) were the Toussaint L’ Ouverture series, 
forty-one tempera paintings on paper that illustrate how the Haitian slave after whom the series 
was named led an insurrection against the French colonial mlers. Two series, Frederick Douglas 
and Harriet Tubman, narrating the stories of the famous abolitionists, followed. It was his next 
endeavor, in 1940-41, that won him an exhibition at New York’s prestigious Downtown Gallery. 
The Migration of the Negro in sixty scenes depicted the story of the exodus of American blacks 
from the south to urban centers in the north, seeking work. 

By 1949 Lawrence had achieved wide recognition as the foremost African-American 
artist in the country. Overwhelmed by the pressures of his success, nervous and depressed, he 
voluntarily entered Hillside Hospital, a psychiatric facility in New York, where he remained for 
nine months. He continued to draw and paint, sympathetically depicting his fellow patients. 
Creative Therapy, a scene of Lawrence and others absorbed in painting, is intensely earnest and 
introspective - in many ways a departure from the outward-looking historical works for which he 
had first become famous. It is one of Lawrence’s most sophisticated and complex modernist 
designs; the strong diagonals of the yellow easels and the patients’ colorful pictures and palettes 
enliven the flat, shallow planes that describe the space. Creative Therapy, the Museum’s first 
acquisition of a major work by Jacob Lawrence, will be on view in gallery 102 after March 8. 
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